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READING EXPERIENCES, DIGITAL LITERACY, AND ETEXTBOOKS
a research study by Chelsie Messenger
FINDING 1
The participants performed better on the procedural tasks with the print textbook because their familiarity with the print reading 
experience helped them easily navigate the print textbook.
Not surprisingly, the majority of the participants felt the most comfortable with print textbooks. Based on the comments made during the study, familiarity with the print 
reading experience played an important role in performance on the procedural tasks. Because the participants were comfortable with the navigational conventions of a 







Task 1 Task 2
Percentage of Participants Who Passed the Procedural Tasks
“I just think books should be books in a 
hard copy, like a book. Stick with books 
in print!” -Joanna
The participants made 77 positive comments about the layout and navigation of the print textbook.
The participants made 60 negative comments about the layout and navigation of the etextbook.
The participants made comments about the physical nature of print books 27 times.
23 of the 41 participants mentioned the term “flipping” as the ideal way to navigate through a textbook.
FINDING 2
The participants performed more efficiently on the conceptual post-test with the website because their familiarity with the digital 
reading experience helped them easily navigate the website.
The participants felt very familiar and satisfied with the digital reading experience of websites. Based on the post-test scores and the average time using each text, the 
participants were able to use the website more efficiently than the etextbook.
KEY TERMS
Reading experience is a combination of non-linguistic (socio-physical setting, conditions, and environment) and linguistic (media conventions, sense 
of closure, and authorial control) that is influenced by a reader’s background and that influences the way a reader approaches and understands a text 
(Rosenblatt).
Digital literacy is the ability to complete computer-based tasks, to find and use electronic information, to use technological tools or programs, and to 
behave appropriately in online communities (Ng).
Etextbooks are electronic versions of print textbooks that retain the basic structure and format of a print text but that may include digital enhancements 
such as hyperlinks, navigation tools, search tools, and/or audio and video content.
Procedural knowledge is the second tier of learning involving classifications and categories; principles and generalizations; theories, models, and 
structures (Anderson et al.).
Conceptual knowledge is the third tier of learning involving knowledge of subject-specific skills and algorithms, techniques and methods, criteria for 
using appropriate procedures (Anderson et al.).
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
1. Do first-year composition students perform better on procedural and conceptual tasks using print textbooks, 
electronic textbooks, or websites? 
2. What factors seem to be influencing whichever text is more effective? 
3. What implications do these factors have for the design of multimodal educational texts?
STUDY DESIGN
Quasi-Experiment was used to collect quantitative data from 30 participants who failed the pre-test and who were randomly divided into 3 groups: 
the etextbook group, the print textbook group, and the website group.
The Print Textbook: Writing Today
The Etextbook: The New Century Handbook
The Website: EasyBib
Think-Aloud was used to collect qualitative data from 41 participants.
The study consisted of 5 stages:
1. An informed consent form and background questionnaire - The first portion of the study involved a pre-test questionnaire that 
established the general academic background of each of the participants. The participants were asked about their majors and study habits. 
Participants also answered questions to determine their levels of comfort with different types of textbooks and websites. Their responses were based on 
a four-point Likert scale that ranged from very comfortable to very uncomfortable.
2. A pre-test evaluation - Before the actual study tasks, the participants took a pre-test evaluation to determine their prior conceptual knowledge 
of research and documentation. These questions were used to establish the groups as not unequal. The first question asked the participants to identify 
whether an MLA citation of a sample book was correct or incorrect. The second question was a multiple choice question that asked the participants to 
identify which factors were most important for determining website credibility.
3. The study tasks and think-aloud - During the third portion of the study, the participants used their assigned texts to complete two procedural 
tasks. The participants were asked to use the textbook or website to complete the task, even if they already knew the information. The first task asked 
the participants to write out an MLA citation for a sample print book. The second task asked the participants to evaluate the credibility of a printed 
website screenshot.
4. The post-test evaluation - After the participants had finished both tasks with the first textbook or website, they were given a post-test 
evaluation to measure their conceptual of the topics covered during the study tasks. The first question asked the participants to identify whether an 
MLA citation of a book was correct or incorrect.
5. An interview - The final portion of the study was an interview about the participants’ perceived success on the tasks and overall satisfaction with 
the two textbooks and website. Participants were first asked to rank the helpfulness of each text. Next, they were prompted to discuss their likes and 
dislikes and their recommendations for improving any of the texts. The final interview question asked the participants to rank the texts again, this time 
by which one they would be most likely to purchase for class.
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“It might be psychological, but having 
the physical book in your hands and 
being able to go through it as you 
choose, for me, is just better.” -Sam
























Percentage of Participants Who Regularly Use the 3 Texts
The participants using the website spent less than 75% of the time than those using the etextbook; yet, both groups had passing rates within 4%.
While the print textbook includes 49 pages about MLA documentation style, the website includes only 2 pages of information.
The participants made 13 different types of complaints about the electronic textbook, but they made only 2 types of complaints, lack of computer access 
and site maintenance, about the website.
11 of the participants complained about reading the etextbook on a computer screen; none of the participants complained about reading the website.
“Usually I just use whatever’s online. I could just Google ‘where 
do you find this thing.’” -Melanie
“I would use EasyBib 100% of the time.” -Christine
“I don’t mind using websites, but etextbooks are different. I don’t 
think I would’ve spent my time trying to wrestle though the etext; I 
would’ve looked back at EasyBib.” -Will
FINDING 3
The participants disliked the etextbook because they associated it with the reading experience of websites, not the 
reading experience of print textbooks.
The participants had a strict idea of what constitutes a print text and what constitutes an electronic text. Because the electronic textbook mixed the 
conventions of both, the participants were unsure which reading experience to associate with the etextbook. Reading experience determines how students 
understand and interact with a text.The participants were unable to use that knowledge and familiarity, so they were unable to create a conceptual framework 
for interpreting the text. If the etextbook had been formatted like a website, the participants would have been able to use it more efficiently.







Percentage of Participants Who Found Which Text Useful 















Percentage of Participants Who Found Which Text Most Helpful for 
the Tasks and Who Were Most Likely to Buy Which Text
Most Helpful for Tasks Most Likely to Buy
Number of Positive and Negative Comments About the 3 Texts
Positive Comments Negative Comments
23 of the 41 participants specifically mentioned that they disliked scrolling down the etextbook’s pages.
While the etextbook’s navigational bar includes a zoom feature that would eliminate the need to scroll down, only 5 of the 41 participants noticed this tool.
18 of the 41 participants specifically stated that they liked the hyperlinks in the etextbook.
Only 6 of the 41 participants knew how to use the drop-down arrows that expanded each table of contents folder.
6 of the 41 participants had to be shown by the researcher how to use the page turn arrows in the upper navigation—5 of those participants had 
stated in the background questionnaire that they had used a MyLab or Mastering website before.
10 of the participants made recommendations for features that the electronic textbook already has: a two-page spread button, a page zoom button, page 
turn buttons, expanded table of contents entries, a bookmarking button, and a search bar.
“The etextbook was the hardest to navigate out of the three, it 
was the most difficult to follow and find what you were looking 
for.” -Elizabeth
“I think compared to the [etextbook] the website was easier to 
use. It’s easier to just click on something when you’re online, 
and I’m usually one of those people who would rather read a 
book when your holding it than read it online.” -Emma
“You should be able to see sections and paragraphs at the 
same time, not broken up onto different pages. I would like 
to see the whole page on the screen rather than scrolling. It’s 
hard to read because of cut-off sentences.” -Laura
Layout and navigation conventions that are common to print textbooks were confusing 
in the electronic textbook. This confusion was the most evident when the participants 
attempted to access the MLA-Style Citations section on page 309. Most of the 
participants navigated to this section from a hyperlink at the beginning of Chapter 12. 
The MLA-Style section begins in the middle of the page, but is cut off by the Guidelines 
box that dominates the bottom half of the page.
After navigating to page 309, 12 of the 30 participants were immediately con-
fused by the layout of the page. The participants then made 1 of 3 errors:
1. The participant thought that the paragraphs at the top of the page were the 
MLA-Style Citations section and attempted to use those examples to create their 
citation. After realizing that this information was not helpful, the participant used 
the table of contents to return to the beginning of Chapter 12.
2. The participant saw the MLA-Style Citations section in the middle of the page, 
but did not realize that the section continued on subsequent pages or that they 
could scroll down to see the bottom of the page. After staring at the paragraph for 
some time, the participant used the table of contents to return to the beginning of 
Chapter 12.
3. The participant saw the MLA-Style Citations section in the middle of the page, 
and scrolled down to read the bottom of the page, assuming that the Guidelines 
box was part of the MLA-Style Citations section. After expressing confusion about 
why this section discussed endnotes and footnotes, the participant used the table 
of contents to return to the beginning of Chapter 12.
In all 3 cases, the participants would subsequently re-click the hyperlink that brought 
them to page 309, only to participate in one of the errors again. This behavior was 
repeated until the researcher sensed the participant’s growing anxiety and prompted the 
participant to turn the page for more information.
“The page didn’t have the information I needed 
because it was finishing up the previous section. 
I could see that confusing me.” -Will
“When you clicked a certain heading, it 
wouldn’t take you directly to the information you 
needed. It’s always on the next pages! I never 
think to click forward.” -Tori “EasyBib is set up easier for me to understand because it is a web-
site, not an online textbook. Like I said, my generation is a genera-
tion that came up on computers as well as textbooks. We’re sort of 
a happy medium. I understand the way websites are laid out more 
than I do online textbooks. [Websites] are easier because nothing 
is different or new.” -Bethany
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